1. Introduction
===============

School bullying is the most common type of school violence and is increasingly recognized as a major social problem challenging healthy development that has long-lasting negative consequences for children and adolescents.^\[[@R1]\]^ The social dynamics of bullying, and in most school bullying situations, other students not directly involved as bullies or victims are present as bystanders. Bullying is influenced by the interactions among bullies, victims, and bystanders.^\[[@R2],[@R3]\]^ Students by spending time together reciprocate each other\'s behavior and reinforce one another\'s acts. Previous studies have shown that a larger peer group of bystanders may either exacerbate or attenuate bullying behavior on social dynamics.^\[[@R4],[@R5]\]^ Bystanders can play an active role by repeatedly and indirectly participate in the victimization process as an individual or a group in a social system. Bystanding may either facilitate or ameliorate victimization, and the bystander is propelled into the role by dint of his or her interaction with the victim and victimizer, and ongoing interaction can be activated in a helpful or harmful direction.

However, prior bullying studies focus on victims and bullies, with bystanders treated as either nonexistent or irrelevant. Despite numerous empirical studies on bullies and victims, critical gaps exist in understanding the group processes involved in bullying. We have for too long focused upon the bystander as an individual who observes but does not invest in the situation he or she witness.

Previous studies suggest different participant roles bystanders may have in the bullying process.^\[[@R6],[@R7]\]^ Seo^\[[@R8]\]^ identified 3 different types of bystander based on Salmivalli and colleagues' categorization in a Korean bullying situation; each of these types of bystander has a very particular role and investment. The bully followers assist or reinforce the bully\'s actions by encouraging him or her, or by laughing at the victim\'s plight. The outsiders attempt to keep away from any and all altercations. The defenders of victims support the victim either by trying to stop episodes of bullying or by offering support and friendship to him or her. Salmivalli bystander behavior types included 4 groups: assistants, reinforcers, outsiders, and defenders, while Seo^\[[@R8]\]^ suggested that the assistant role and reinforcer role should be placed in a single category, "bully-followers." This 3-factor model of bystander behavior in bullying was also explored via confirmatory factor analysis by Thornberg and Jungert^\[[@R9]\]^ in a Swedish sample (with the labels "pro-bullying," "outsider behavior," and "defending").

Given that bullying is a social dynamic, a bystander\'s potential influence is important. A few studies have indicated that variability in bullying can be partially explained by the prevalence of bystander behaviors.^\[[@R10]--[@R12]\]^ It is necessary to emphasize and understand bystander roles in bullying studies. Specifically, the investigation of bystander behavior and its associated factors will be useful in identifying intervention strategies for decreasing bullying because their behavior might be easier to change than the behavior of aggressive bullies and as a consequence, diminish the social rewards associated with bullying.^\[[@R4],[@R13]\]^

To understand adolescent behavior in social situations, particularly stressful situations such as bullying, we need to explain various influential psychosocial factors. Psychosocial factors are closely related to coping efforts and the behavior of adolescents when facing social stimuli.^\[[@R14]\]^ Positive or negative self-cognition in addition to cognitive factors such as self-esteem, empathy, and social problem-solving ability contributes to behavior in bullying situations.^\[[@R9],[@R15],[@R16]\]^ Additionally, understanding bullying as a group phenomenon implies that social relationships also help explain bullying. Social relationships in school with peers or teachers must be taken into consideration when exploring bystander behaviors in bullying situations in the social context, as bullying serves to organize implicit power hierarchies in schools.^\[[@R17],[@R18]\]^

Also, to understand student\'s behaviors in bullying situation, contextual factors such as emotion or attitude are revealed in bullying context must be considered. It is particularly important to examine to attitudes toward bullying and concern about being bullied to understand the mental process that eventually guides behavioral responses to social stimuli such as bullying situations.^\[[@R14],[@R19]\]^ Concern about being bullied has been directly linked to adolescent responses to bullying situations.^\[[@R8],[@R16],[@R20],[@R21]\]^

Psychosocial and contextual factors like the above are essential factors to apply to intervention effectively. Identifying factors that influence bullying behavior would be provide some direction for the development of preventive and intervention programs to decrease bullying. Similarly, it is important to find factors affecting each type of bystander behavior. However, there is little information available regarding what makes some students stand up for each negative or positive type of bystander in bullying situations.

As such, this study identifies factors associated with each of the 3 types of bystander behavior (bully followers, outsiders, and defenders of victims) in Korean youth, including important psychosocial and contextual factors based on findings from prior studies such as self-esteem, empathy, social problem solving ability, relationships with friends and teachers, attitude toward bullying, and concern about being bullied in bullying situations, using a cross-sectional design.

The following hypotheses will be tested:

Hypothesis 1: Psychosocial characteristics (self-esteem, empathy, social problem solving ability, and relationships with friends and teachers) will differentially be associated with 3 types of bystander behavior, respectively.

Hypothesis 2: Contextual characteristics (attitude toward bullying and concern about being bullied) will differentially be associated with 3 types of bystander behavior, respectively.

2. Methods
==========

2.1. Study design
-----------------

This was a cross-sectional study carried out using a self-report questionnaire to assess 3 types of bystander behavior and related factors.

2.2. Participants and data collection procedure
-----------------------------------------------

A total of 416 students out of 1065 eligible students attending 1 middle school in Seoul, Korea, voluntarily participated in the study. The list of classes was randomly sorted and then sequentially asked to participate in the study. The first 4 classes agreeing to participate were chosen for the study. Students from 4 classes in each grade (7th to 9th) agreed to participate as a convenient sampling was enrolled in the study. Participants were calculated as 172 using G∗Power 3.1 sample calculation program^\[[@R22]\]^ with significance level of 0.05, power of 95%, medium effect size of 0.15 for linier multiple regression, and 10 independent variables. The number of samples in this study is considered sufficient.

The entire survey took 20 to 30 minutes. Written informed consent was obtained from all participants before inclusion in the study, which had been previously approved by the Sungshin University Institutional Review Board (sswuirb 2012-020). Data were collected from July 8 to 19, 2013 during the final examination period. Each participant completed an in-classroom survey during school hours under the instruction of research assistants. A total of 428 questionnaires were obtained and the final analysis was performed with data from 416 questionnaires as 12 questionnaires had missing items.

2.3. Instruments
----------------

### 2.3.1. Demographic characteristics

Students provided demographic information including age, gender, person(s) with whom they live, parental education levels, academic achievement, and socioeconomic status (SES). Academic achievement and SES were based on adolescent self-reporting as low, middle low, middle, middle high, or high. The validity of student-provided information was discussed elsewhere.^\[[@R23]\]^ Family structure was approximated from the information given about the student\'s living arrangements.

### 2.3.2. Bystander behaviors

Bystander behavior was measured using an instrument developed and confirmed through the factor analysis from Korean students by Seo^\[[@R8]\]^ based on Salmivalli Participant Role Questionnaire.^\[[@R7]\]^ Students evaluated their behavior as it applied to 32 bullying situation behavior descriptions. From the 32 items, 5 subscales describing tendencies to act as bullies, victims, bully-followers, outsiders, and defenders of victims were formed. This study used scores from a total of 18 items pertaining to bully-followers, outsiders, and defenders of victims. The 6 bully-follower items described tendencies to act in ways that reinforce bullying behavior, such as laughing, coming to see what is happening, and being present during a bullying situation, thus providing an audience for the inciting bully. The 6 items on the outsider scale described "doing nothing" and staying outside of bullying situations. The 6 items on the defender scale described supportive, consoling side-taking with the victim as well as active efforts to make others stop bullying. This self-report measurement was provided on a 5-point Likert scale (0: never, 4: always), and the subscale scores range from 0 to 24. A higher score on each behavior scale meant students exhibit more types of bystander behavior. In this study, Cronbach α values of the bully-followers, outsiders, and defenders were 0.75, 0.82, and 0.78, respectively.

2.4. Psychosocial factor
------------------------

### 2.4.1. Self-esteem

We measured self-esteem using the Korean version of the Rosenberg Self Esteem Questionnaire.^\[[@R24]\]^ The Rosenberg Self Esteem Scale is the most common measure of self-esteem.^\[[@R25]\]^ It is a 10-item Likert-type scale with items answered on a 4-point scale, from "strongly agree" to "strongly disagree." Five of the items have positively worded statements and 5 have negatively worded ones, with total scores ranging from 10 to 40 nd lower scores indicating higher self-esteem. The scale measures state self-esteem by asking the respondents to reflect on their current feelings. The Cronbach α in this study was 0.91.

### 2.4.2. Empathy

The empathy measurement, which was modified for bullying situations by Seo^\[[@R8]\]^ based on Bryant Empathy Index,^\[[@R26]\]^ was 5 items scored on a 5-point scale (1: almost never to 5: almost always). Example items include, "If I see another student suffering from bullying, I also feel the same and become worried," and "I feel sorry when I see a classmate being bullied." The scores range from 5 to 25, with higher score indicating greater empathy. The Cronbach α for this measure was 0.82.

### 2.4.3. Social problem solving ability

Social problem solving ability was measured using the Korean version of the Social Problem-Solving Inventory.^\[[@R27]\]^ This Original version is a 52-item, multidimensional self-report measure of social problem-solving.^\[[@R28]\]^ Items are rated on a Likert scale anchored by 0 (not at all true) and 4 (extremely true). This measure consists of 2 major scales -- the Problem Orientation Scale and the Problem-Solving Skills Scale -- and 7 subscales. This study used the Rational Problem Solving (RPS) subscales comprised of 20 items to assess the tendency to address daily life problems by applying effective problem-solving practices in a step-by-step, planned, and careful manner. The scores range from 0 to 80, and the Cronbach α for each dimension in this study was 0.92.

### 2.4.4. Relationship with friends and teachers

From the Personal Relationship Measurement, which was developed by Kim^\[[@R29]\]^ based on the Social Support Survey,^\[[@R30]\]^ 14 items related to friends were selected and modified for school-aged children. Items were measured on a 5-point scale. The Cronbach alpha was 0.96 at the time of development of the instrument and reported as 0.92 in this study. To measure the children\'s relationships with their teachers, we selected 8 items related to teachers from the School Adjustment Test developed by Im.^\[[@R31]\]^ The items include questions on harmonious relationships between students and teachers, requests for help, responses to scolding, and adequate expressions of positive emotion. The final instrument was a 4-point scale and the Cronbach alpha score was 0.71. Both instruments have been frequently used in studies of school-aged children in South Korea.

2.5. Contextual factor
----------------------

### 2.5.1. Attitude toward bullying

Attitude toward bullying was measured with the Questionnaire for Korean children developed by Seo^\[[@R8]\]^ based on Salmivalli Attitude toward Bullying Questionnaire.^\[[@R3]\]^ Students were asked to respond on a 5-point scale (0: strongly disagree, 4: strongly agree) the extent to which they agreed or disagreed with 4 statements about bullying. Example items are "Joining in bullying is the wrong thing to do," and "Bullying may be fun sometimes." The Cronbach α for this measure was 0.51. The higher a student scored on the scale, the more his/her attitudes were against bullying.

### 2.5.2. Concerns about being bullied

The concerns about being bullied questionnaire developed by Seo^\[[@R8]\]^ measures the fear of becoming a secondary victim or the loss of popularity in school by being close to a victim. Participants respond on a 5-point Likert scale to 5 total items. Example items are, "I worry that I would also get bullied if I hang out with victims," and "I think I would be less popular if I helped victims." The scores range from 5 to 25 with a higher score indicating greater concern about being bullied. The Cronbach α for this measure was 0.89.

2.6. Data analysis
------------------

Statistical analysis was conducted using PASW software version 20.0. Descriptive statistics were used to examine the demographic characteristics of the study population. *t* tests, ANOVA, and Pearson correlation coefficients were computed to determine differences and assess the relationship between variables and bystander behaviors. Multiple-regression analysis was done to identify variables associated with bystander behaviors. Two-tailed *P* \< .05 was defined as statistically significant.

3. Results
==========

3.1. Study population
---------------------

Student gender and grade was evenly distributed across the sample. Most students came from nuclear families (88.7%). Both parents had generally completed ≥12 years of education. Most students ranked their perceived SES as middle high (52.4%) and their academic achievement as middle (36.6%) (Table [1](#T1){ref-type="table"}).

###### 

Demographic characteristics of study subjects (N = 416).
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3.2. Difference in bystander behaviors according to demographic characteristics
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------

There were significant differences in gender (t = 4.634, *P* = .000) and grade (F = 8.52, *P* = .000) among those exhibiting bully-follower behaviors. Perceived academic achievement was significantly different across the 3 types of bystander behaviors (F = 4.515, *P* = .001, F = 3.744, *P* = .005, and F = 3.683, *P* = .006 for bully-followers, outsiders, and defenders, respectively (Table [2](#T2){ref-type="table"}).
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Comparison of bystander' behaviors according to demographic characteristics (N = 416).
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3.3. Relationships of major variables with bystander behaviors
--------------------------------------------------------------

All variables in this study were significantly correlated with each type of bystander behavior. Bully-followers, outsiders, and defenders of victims' were correlated with self-esteem (*r* = −0.144, *P* \< .01; *r* = −0.220, *P* \< .01; *r* = 0.165, *P* \< .01), empathy (*r* = −0.170, *P* \< .01; *r* = −0.213, *P* \< .01; *r* = 0.255, *P* \< .01), social problem solving ability (*r* = −0.138, *P* \< .01; *r* = −0.249, *P* \< .01; *r* = 0.290, *P* \< .01), relationship with friends (*r* = −0.139, *P* \< .01; *r* = −0.118, *P* \< .01; *r* = 0.108, *P* \< .01), relationship with teachers (*r* = −0.305, *P* \< .01; *r* = −0.291, *P* \< .01; *r* = 0.299, *P* \< .01), attitude toward bullying (*r* = −0.346, *P* \< .01; *r* = −0.427, *P* \< .01; *r* = 0.269, *P* \< .01), and concerns about being bullied (*r* = 0.322, *P* \< .01; *r* = 0.359, *P* \< .01; *r* = −0.254, *P* \< .01) (Table [3](#T3){ref-type="table"}).
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Correlation of major variables and bystander' behaviors (n = 416).

![](medi-96-e7757-g003)

3.4. Variables related to bystander behavior
--------------------------------------------

Multivariate analysis was conducted to assess the independent associations of the tested variables and bystander behaviors. The variables included in the regression model were those found to be significant on *t* tests, ANOVA, and bivariate analysis. Bully-follower behaviors were significantly associated with gender (β = −0.216, *P* = .000), grade (β = −0.187, *P* = .000), academic achievement (β = −0.099, *P* = .049), empathy (β = −0.112, *P* = .033), relationship with teachers (β = −0.152, *P* = .005), attitude toward bullying (β = −0.224, *P* = .000), and concerns about being bullied (β = 0.189, *P* = .000). An adjusted *R*^2^ value of 30% in the regression model highlighted the influence of the included variables on bully-follower behaviors.

Outsider behaviors were significantly associated with empathy (β = −0.189, *P* = .000), relationship with teachers (β = 0.031, *P* = .026), attitude toward bullying (β = −0.334, *P* = .000), and concerns about being bullied (β = 0.206, *P* = .000). Variables in this regression model explained 33% of outsider behavior.

Defender of victim behaviors were significantly associated with self-esteem (β = −0.148, *P* = .044), empathy (β = 0.241, *P* = .000), social problem solving ability (β = 0.219, *P* = .004), relationship with teachers (β = 0.114, *P* = .037), attitude toward bullying (β = 0.182, *P* = .000), and concerns about being bullied (β = −0.231, *P* = .000). The regression model explained 28% of the defender of victim behaviors (Table [4](#T4){ref-type="table"}).
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Related factors of bystander behavior.
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4. Discussion
=============

To better understand how individuals within a school respond as bystanders in bullying situations, it is important to identify factors that influence their behavior. Findings from the present study demonstrated that psychosocial and contextual characteristics differentially associate bystander behavior.

To begin with, demographic factor such as gender, grade, and academic achievement were significantly associated with only bully-follower behavior. Boys were more likely to exhibit bully-follower behavior than girls, a finding that is consistent with previous research.^\[[@R8],[@R32]\]^ Boys tend to believe that aggressive acts are masculine.^\[[@R33]\]^ They have poor judgment with regard to bullying while having a higher tolerance for undesirable behaviors such as bullying, regarding bullying as a joke or a game.^\[[@R34]\]^ Therefore, boys are more likely to be bullies or identify with them. We must design bullying prevention programs that consider these tendencies. Underclassmen and students with low scholastic achievement also tended to exhibit bully-follower behavior. We can infer that younger students do not perceive or judge a bully\'s behavior to be bad because they are oblivious to the situation or are easily influenced by bullies' power. In this regard, appropriate bystander behavior must be emphasized to younger students. Students with lower school achievement have a hard time adjusting and being accepted in the school environment in Korea. Therefore, it is possible that they seek acceptance from bullies with power.^\[[@R35]\]^ Adequate comprehensive intervention programs are needed that incorporate an understanding of bullying and the bystander\'s role and should be provided to underclassmen and students with low scholastic achievement in particular.

Empathy, relationship of teachers, attitudes toward bullying, and concerns about being bullied among variables included in this study were significantly associated with all 3 types of bystanders' behaviors.

Empathy is one critical individual characteristic that determines whether a child decides to use their social and emotional ability for others^\[[@R36]\]^ and the ability to feel with another and several studies suggest that empathy is related to prosocial and antisocial behaviors.^\[[@R37]\]^ Those with a high level of empathy are able to share the pain inflicted on a victim and experience the emotional fear and torment of the victim\'s suffering and hence are compelled to inhibit aggressive acts in a bid to reduce their own emotional distress.^\[[@R38],[@R39]\]^ Conversely, their impaired ability to establish the link between their aggressive behavior and others' suffering prevents bullies from alleviating the latter\'s distress and discomfort.^\[[@R40]\]^ Youth who engage in bullying also often have low levels of empathy. Thus, empathy is thought to be a key characteristic differentiating bystanders' role in a bullying situation. Empathy may be a particularly salient characteristic for understanding how students may play role as bystander.^\[[@R41]\]^ Interventions including developing empathy may instill motivation in bystanders to do something to support victims.

Students showing bully-follower and outsider behaviors had poor relationships with teachers whereas students exhibiting defender behaviors did not. Teacher--student interactions and relationships have relevance to general patterns of engagement with students and influence peer systems.^\[[@R42]\]^ When students act for victims, they want the security of knowing that they are protected themselves from their peers and that they will get credit for their good behavior. If the students have a good relationship with teacher, they are more likely to possess those beliefs and thus are more apt to help victims. Teachers are charged with managing the affective or behavioral propensity of their class, and their influence on bullying situations may be through either group or individual interactions with students.^\[[@R43]\]^ Teachers have to support students and foster a class atmosphere that discourages bullying by making ensuring positive interactions and relationships through proactive efforts to give positive feedback about good conduct and consistent discipline. With these efforts teachers will be better able to positively impact their students' social relationships and the environment in bullying situations and reduce the risk of bullying as a result.

Consistent with previous studies,^\[[@R3],[@R44]\]^ our findings showed that bystander behaviors are associated with attitude toward bullying. Defenders of victims had negative attitudes about bullies and thought bullying was unjust. On the other hand, bully-followers and outsiders viewed bullying as a normal part of adolescence. Even though some researchers insisted that attitude is not always consistently associated with behavior^\[[@R45]\]^ and developing a positive attitude toward victims is not straightforward because bullying situations are based on a complex dynamic,^\[[@R46]\]^ attitude toward bullying might have important implications for bullying interventions. A program that encourages an unfavorable attitude toward bullying is needed for effective antibullying interventions.

Concerns about being bullied were also related to bystander behaviors. Considering the power imbalance involved in a bullying situation, it might be that defending the victim is a retaliatory behavior of those who have previously been bullied when dealing with bullies who are powerful and possibly ruthless in their actions. Many students think that intervening in defense of the victim with low social status puts their reputation at risk.^\[[@R7],[@R47]\]^ Bystanders may avoid taking responsibility out of fear of becoming another target of the bullies, including feelings of fear of retaliation, social disapproval, social blunder, and losing friends.^\[[@R48]\]^ When helping a victim, conflicts between normative justice and disadvantage might arise.^\[[@R49]\]^ Therefore, fostering an environment that does not allow threatening retaliation through consistent enforcement by the teacher and school rules against bullying is needed to encourage students to be active defenders of victims.

On the other hand, self-esteem and social problem solving ability was significantly associated with defenders of victim behaviors. It has been suggested that self-esteem may influence social relationships and human behavior. Higher self-esteem is crucial to adolescents' social relationships, as it helps them to believe in themselves.^\[[@R50]\]^ In particular, self-esteem in adolescence can influence peer relationships in school.^\[[@R51]\]^ Students who have high self-esteem within the peer context might hold an unshakable attitude in a bullying situation and may help control others in a positive way. Defenders of victim\'s supportive behaviors may be a manifestation of courage and confidence that are not agitated by the prospect of reprisal in a bullying situation, especially when directed toward weaker peers.

Social problem solving ability was also a very important characteristic among defenders of victims. Social problem solving ability refers to figuring out the most effective ways to deal with stressful or pragmatic situations.^\[[@R52]\]^ Bystanders may fail to take supportive actions because they do not possess effective strategies to counteract bullying.^\[[@R53]\]^ To manage bullying situations or help victims, bystanders should know what to do and how to do it in such situations in order to take action against bullying. For this reason, specific strategies such as ignoring bullies, supporting victims emotionally, telling someone about the bullying, or asking someone for help should be provided to students.

It is encouraging to fine variable such as self-esteem and social problem solving ability to be related to defenders of victim behaviors, since these variables could change bystanders' behaviors into a positive one. Antibullying programs that include these variables may positively influence and reinforce defenders of victim behaviors, and can be very effective to bullying intervention.

Interestingly, in this study, bully-follower and outsider behaviors were significantly associated with the same factors -- empathy, relationship with teachers, attitude toward bullying, and concerns about being bullied. Both the bully-follower\'s active involvement in bullying and the outsider\'s desire to avoid the situation allow bullying to persist. The related characteristics of the bully-follower and outsider indicate that an outsider could easily convert to a bully-follower easily in that they both have similar weaknesses. Therefore, we must consider the bully-follower and outsider characteristics in a similar context when designing antibullying interventions.

Our findings have implications in the development of antibullying interventions in the context of bystander\'s characteristics. Specifically, it may be possible to approach each type of bystander in a personalized way in order to effectively empower bystanders to assume a helpful altruistic role. Our results indicate that an effective intervention should include strategies to foster positive interactions with teachers as reassuring advocates to bystanders, to develop more empathy, and be assured that they themselves will not become victims. Teachers should foster a class atmosphere that aligns with strict school policies against bullying, and work to establish an unfavorable attitude toward bullying through various educational programs.

The bystander\'s role in bullying situations is important because it has bearing on interventions aimed at reducing bullying.^\[[@R13]\]^ Particularly, as bullying is greatly influenced by collectivism,^\[[@R54]\]^ the bystander has a key role in managing bullying situations. Therefore, it is necessary to design interventions focused on improving bystander behavior.

Our study has some limitations. First, although the study participants were from one middle school in Korea, this was not an epidemiologic sample, possibly limiting the generalizability of the study findings. Second, this study was cross-sectional thus making it impossible to infer causal relationships between bystander behavior and variables examined in this study. Third, the measures of bystander behavior were based on only adolescents' self-report rather than multiple informants, such as peers and teachers. Despite these limitations, this study clearly shows which factors are associated with bystander behaviors and provide some direction for the development of such preventive and interventional programs.

5. Conclusion
=============

This study sought to identify factors associated with each of 3 types of bystander behavior (bully-followers, outsiders, and defenders of victims) in Korean youth. Students who were younger, male, had low school achievement, low empathy, poor relationships with teachers, improper attitude toward bullying, and a high level of concern about being bullied were more likely to be bully-followers. Students having low empathy, poor relationships with teachers, an improper attitude toward bullying, and a high level of concern about being bullied exhibited outsider behaviors including withdrawing from, ignoring, and denying bullying situations. Students who had high self-esteem, empathy, and social problem solving ability, good relationship with teachers, and an unfavorable attitude toward bullying, and less concern about being bullied tended to be defenders of victims.

The results of the present study could contribute to the development of antibullying interventions by highlighting factors significantly associated with specific types of bystander behavior. Further research is needed to confirm and expand on these findings. In addition, future research may seek to evaluate antibullying interventions that are constructed based on findings in this study.
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